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The Cuban Communist Party met Oct. 8-10 in its fifth congress to set policy for the next five years.
This was the first such gathering since 1991, when the party met to confront the collapse of the
Soviet Union and the onset of the economic crisis known in Cuba as "the special period." As a result
of the 1991 congress, the party moved to increase the scope of free-market reforms, to streamline the
Central Committee, and to widen popular participation in central planning (see NotiSur, 11/13/91,
11/21/91). This year, the congress paid less attention to innovation and the solution of specific
economic problems. Instead, the emphasis was on memorializing past achievements, reaffirming
socialism and one-party democracy, and commemorating the thirtieth anniversary of the death of
the revolution's central icon, Ernesto "Che" Guevara.
President Fidel Castro's opening speech set the tone of the congress. He called on the party to
resist any erosion of socialism. He told the 1,500 delegates, "Anything but retreat; anything but
surrender." Instead of promises for an end to economic austerity, Castro called for more personal
sacrifice, including toleration of growing income inequities. Party rejects political opening The
main order of business was the adoption of an agenda entitled "The Party of Unity, Democracy, and
Human Rights That We Defend," which included a five-year economic plan. There was no media
coverage of the closed event, and what is known about the debates comes from selected extracts
published in the government press. The document slammed the US for "its official policy...of wiping
out the Cuban nation."
As for human rights, the party platform says that no Cuban has been imprisoned for political crimes
since the triumph of the revolution in 1959. It also reiterated the party's view that the one-party
system represents true democracy. "In the memory of the Cuban people, a multiparty system is
correctly associated with cheap politicking, injustices, abuse, demagogic promises that always go
unkept, fraud, corruption, and the sullying of politics," reads the document. The decision to stress
socialist retrenchment suggested to some Cuban specialists that hard-liners within the Communist
Party's Politburo have gotten the upper hand and are leading a retreat from economic realities.
Still, Cuban leaders have never laid down a timetable for expanding the economic opening of the
early 1990s, and they have consistently rejected following the former Soviet Union in a headlong
rush toward a complete market economy. Furthermore, the hard-line temper of the congress echoes
much of the rhetoric of the 1991 congress and was predictable ever since passage of the HelmsBurton Act in February 1996, when Defense Minister Raul Castro told a special meeting of the
Central Committee of the need to crack down on political dissent and hold the line on economic
reforms (see NotiSur, 04/04/96).
Since then, the party leadership has focused on "internal possibilities" for economic recovery.
Politburo member Esteban Lazo explained the fifth congress's caution by noting the social and
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economic inequalities that accompanied the economic opening, as well as such free-market
consequences as profiteering, tax evasion, conspicuous consumption, and prostitution. "When
people get more money, they get more selfish, more individualistic, and then they forget about
solidarity and brotherhood," he said. Government officials made it clear weeks before the congress
that the party was in a conservative mood and would not adopt proposals for any new departures.
Economy Minister Jose Luis Rodriguez told a press conference that the established reforms
would remain in place, but he foresaw no major move to expand them or increase the role of the
private sector. Vice President Carlos Lage said that the Cuban economy will remain essentially
socialist and that the state will guarantee free public education and health care and will continue to
control strategic industries such as tourism, mining, and biotechnology. "This does not mean that
everything has to be state-owned, nor that we will base our development solely on what we alone
are capable of producing," said Lage. "That is why there is an opening to foreign investment, and we
have given a fixed space to the private sector in the country."

Economic resolution offers few solutions to crises
The congress resolution does little more than recite a long history of revolutionary struggle,
review problems, and call attention to economic strides taken since the depths of the crisis in 1993.
However, some future incremental reforms are mentioned, such as preparation for the use of bank
credit cards in convertible currencies, automated interconnected banking, decentralization of
state-run businesses, and the possibility of more small and medium-sized enterprises. Dissidents
criticized the draft resolution, which began circulating within the party's grassroots last summer,
charging that it contained no solutions to the economic crisis. Even the party's official newspaper
Granma admitted that the economic resolution could stand "greater precision." But the resolution
cited the uncertainties caused by the US embargo, stiffened by the Helms-Burton Act, and the
growing global economy as reasons why the party did not set deadlines for meeting specific
economic goals.
Introducing the resolution to the congress, Lage said that the drop in economic growth so far this
year is partly attributable to outside factors. These include the negative effects on foreign investment
and access to international loans resulting from the Helms-Burton Act, damage from Hurricane
Lili in 1996, and crop damage from the insect pest Thrips Palmi, which the Cuban government says
was introduced by the US (see EcoCentral, 08/21/97). Not all of the economic slowdown resulted
from external forces, said Lage. He criticized inefficiencies in the state bureaucracy and state-run
enterprises, listing as examples "inadequate controls, deficient accounting, and the perverted
practice of meeting [production] targets without measuring the costs nor insisting on quality."
On a positive note, he said that some 80 foreign companies had signed contracts with the Cuban
government since passage of Helms-Burton, and he cited growth in such sectors as electric power
generation, tourism, and fishing. Despite the problems, he called economic recovery "an irreversible
tendency." Castro and Lage frame debate in free-market terms Despite the focus on holding
the socialist line, party leaders also defended the market reforms already enacted against any
suggestion that they be scrapped. During the debate on the economic resolution, Lage took up the
sensitive issues of retail prices quoted in scarce US dollars, low salaries, economic inequalities,
and the unsatisfactory performance of the food and industrial markets. While lamenting these
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distortions, he defended current economic policy in classic capitalist terms. Lage noted that many of
the consumer goods priced out of reach of most Cubans were not available at all during the worst of
the crisis. The solution to high prices is increased supply and not a return to state-controlled price
structures, which only lead to black markets and worse distortions, he said.
As for the inequalities that the reforms introduced, the high prices for limited goods help to
maintain fiscal integrity through the circulation of convertible currency drained off through state
money-exchange houses and retail outlets selling scare products in convertible currency (Tiendas
de Recaudacion de Divisas, TRD). Nothing in the resolution proposes to rid the economy of the
privileges of access to dollar income and TRDs enjoyed by workers in favored sectors such as
tourism. "It is a painful remedy; we don't like it," said Castro during the debate. "We have to dream
of the day when we can manage the economy with just one currency, although that is far off and will
require much time and effort." Despite the emphasis on hewing to the socialist model, the economic
platform is remarkable for its lack of specific socialist solutions to a socialist economic crisis and the
clarity with which it recommends sticking to specific capitalist remedies.
The platform, which freezes in all of the inequities that Lazo mentioned, was adopted as part of
the "ideological and political platform of the party," until the next congress in 2002. Likewise,
despite talk of self-sacrifice and nonmaterial incentives, Castro focused the economic debate on
thoroughly capitalist incentives, noting that the chief financial problem facing the country was the
shortage of convertible currency. This means the economy has to pursue foreign exchange with
all its undesirable impacts on personal earnings and uneven access to goods in the free market.
"It is necessary that people feel the need to work to earn money," said Castro. "Perhaps one of the
advantages of capitalism is that it makes people understand that." [Sources: Miami Herald, 06/28/97;
Associated Press, 08/27/97; Reuter, 09/19/97, 10/06/97; Deutsche Press Agentur, 10/08/97; Inter Press
Service, 10/08/97; Spanish news service EFE, Los Angeles Times, 10/09/97; Granma (Cuba), 10/09/97,
10/10/97, 10/11/97]

-- End --
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